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Abstract  
This study investigates the learning style preferences of Iranian EFL language learners at Upper-Intermediate level and examines 
the teachers' educational treatment with these preferred styles. Thus, the study is divided into three parts: students' learning style 
preferences, teachers' teaching style preferences, and match or mismatch between the students' and teachers' style preferences. In 
total, 725 EFL English major students participated in this study. Among them, 542 students took part in three pilot studies for the 
instrument validation. The main study participants, whose classes were observed during a term, were 183 undergraduate English
major students studying at English language institute of Farahmand, English Language Institute of Safir and ten of their teachers. 
A Persian translated version of Reid's (1987) Questionnaire was validated and three new learning scales (Group, Tactile and 
Guided Learning Scales) were explored. The Learning Style Preference and the Teaching Style Preferences Questionnaires were 
administrated to the students and teachers, respectively. Later, the teachers and 42 of the 183 students were interviewed. Results 
of the study showed that the preferred learning style of the students was Tactile. Results of classroom observation showed that 
the teachers had no major teaching style preference .However, the teachers' responses to the questionnaire and their performances 
in the classes did not confirm each other on the Group and Tactile scales. According to the results of the questionnaire, the 
teachers knew the theories of learning styles, but they did not apply them in their classrooms. Specifically, while Tactile 
Preference was the students' major learning style preference, it was only a negligible teaching style for the teachers. Moreover, 
the teachers' performance showed that they ignored students' preferences. The results of the teachers' interviews indicated that 
most of the teachers had only a fixed style of teaching based on the requirements of the course, not on the students' learning style 
preferences. 
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1. Introduction 
In traditional view of language teaching, effective learning is defined as the transfer of objective knowledge from 
teachers to students. Accordingly, in traditional classes it is the teacher who controls the class and also the students’ 
learning. Thus, how to teach is the center of educational research. However, since the1970s, due to the influence of 
the researches in the field of psychology and the works from learners’ perspectives, the focus of research shifted to 
the relationship between learners’ achievement and their individual differences, like personality, motivation, 
aptitude, learning styles, learning strategies, gender, age, etc. Thus, learners, learning and individual differences 
came to the center of second acquisition research (Wang and Jin, 2008).   
 
Educational research tells us that one size does not fit all (Reigeluth, 1996). It informs us that learning 
characteristics differ, that knowledge is processed and represented in different ways and that learners use different 
types of resources in distinct ways (Riding and Rayner, 1997). 
 
Individual learners use different styles (ways) of learning. Learning styles as one of the learners’ individual 
variables have been suggested as an important factor affecting learners’ academic achievements, the process of 
learning, and the teacher-learner interaction (Garger and Guild, 1984). 
 
Language learning styles are simply a student’s preferred method or mode of learning, and it has been the 
focus of studies since Reid’s influential work on the topic published in 1987 (Peacock, 2001). Different definitions 
for learning styles exist in the literature. Peacock (2001) refers to Reid’s definitions of learning styles stating: 
Reid’s 1995 definition is now the most widely accepted, as is her 1987 categorization of styles 
into six types – Visual (these learners prefer seeing things in writing), Auditory (prefer 
listening), Kinesthetic (prefer active-participation/experiences), Tactile (prefer hands-on work), 
Group (prefer studying with others), and Individual (prefer studying alone).  (p. 2) 
 
Table 1.1 Six definitions of language learning styles 
Author Year Definition 
   
Keefe 1979 Cognitive and affective traits that are relatively stable indicators of 
how learners perceive, interact with, and respond to the learning 
environment 
Reid    1987 Variations among learners in using one or more senses to 
understand, organize, and retain experience 
Willing 1987 Natural, habitual, and preferred ways of learning... a clear, 
comprehensible and coherent set of likes and dislikes 
Spolsky 1989 Identifiable individual approaches to learning situations 
Rossi-Le 1995 The preferred mode for perceiving, organizing, and retaining 
information 
Reid   1995 Natural, habitual, and preferred way(s) of absorbing, processing, and 
retaining new information and skills 
 
Reid (1987, 1995) assumes two major hypotheses about learning styles: “all students have their own learning 
style and learning strengths and weaknesses” and “A mismatch between teaching and learning styles can cause 
learning failure, frustration and demotivation”. She also hypothesized that “learning styles (if unchecked) persist 
regardless of teaching methods and materials”; that “learning styles can be adapted because they are partly habit 
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rather than biological attributes”; and that “learning will be improved if students become aware of a wider range of 
styles and stretch their own styles” (quoted in Peacock, 2001, p. 2). 
 
One of the important aspects of learning style is perceptual. Learning styles are defined as the modalities of 
receiving information. Reid (1995) classifies perceptual learning styles as visual, auditory, tactile and kinesthetic. 
She also adds group and individual preferences to this taxonomy in her Perceptual Learning Style Preference 
Questionnaire (PLSPQ). 
 
Research on learning styles is based on the assumption that learners receive information through their senses 
and prefer some senses to others in specific situations (O’Brien, 1989; Oxford and Ehrman, 1993; Kroonenberg, 
1995). Brown (2000) states that when students’ learning styles match with appropriate approaches, then their 
motivation, performances, and achievement will increase. Thus, establishing an optimum environment is very 
important in increasing learning by allowing students to learn in accordance with their own preferred learning styles. 
The purpose of this study can be summarized in the following research questions and the related null hypotheses: 
Research questions: 
1. Is there any relationship between EFL students’ learning style preferences in upper intermediate level and 
teaching style preferences? 
 
2. Does the teachers’ teaching style match or mismatch the students’ learning style preferences?  
 
The null hypotheses: 
1. There is no relationship between learning styles preferred by EFL students in upper-intermediate level and 
teaching style preferences.   
2. The teachers’ teaching style doesn’t match or mismatch the students’ learning style preferences. 
2. Methodology 
2.1 Participants  
Participants of the study consisted of both students and teachers. The total number of students participated in this 
research was 725 EFL English major students, of whom 542 students participated in the three pilot studies (for 





Almost in all studies, learning styles have, so far, been examined quantitatively using questionnaires. However, 
quantitative tools alone are insufficient to ascertain the effectiveness and usefulness of a learning style instrument, 
particularly in the case of non-native speakers. A triangular approach utilizing a questionnaire, semi-structured oral 
interviews, and participant observations presents a full picture of instrument validation (DeCapua and Wintergerst, 
2005).  
 
Thus, following a triangular approach, this study used three methods of data collection: questionnaire, interview, 
and classroom observation, each of which will be discussed in detail. The data of the study will be analyzed both 
quantitatively and qualitatively.   
3. Data analysis  
The results of students' and teachers' questionnaires were analyzed quantitatively using PASW Statistics (SPSS 
version 18) software and Microsoft Excel version 2007. The results of the interviews and the classroom observations 
were transcribed, analyzed and codified to be qualitatively examined. 
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The first step in doing the present research was to develop a reliable and valid instrument for assessing students' 
learning style preferences in Iran. The process of instrument validation was done in three pilot studies. Then the 
background questionnaire and the Learning Style Preference Questionnaire (the validated instrument) were 
administered to 183 EFL first year English major students studying at Institute of Farahmand and Institute of Safir. 
The procedure of data collection was done in the classroom, with the presence of the researcher. Instructions were 
provided in writing (in Persian) at the beginning of the questionnaire, and these instructions made clear to the 
students that they were to respond to items in terms of their preferences in studying English. The researchers read 
the instructions for the students and gave them adequate time to complete the questionnaire. Following that, a 
sample of students were interviewed to gain better results of their preferences and also to verify their responses to 
the questionnaire. 
 
Using Cronbach alpha, the reliability of the test was calculated as 0.82. Factor analysis was run to examine the 
underlying structure of the questionnaire and establish the construct validity. The method of extraction was principal 
axis factoring with varimax rotation. The index of goodness of fit (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy (KMO)) was calculated, getting a coefficient of .78 and establishing the data matrix as suitable for factor 
analysis. Bartlett's Test of Sphericity was significant at 0.000 level. Factor analysis was run again to investigate the 
accuracy of the hypothesized model. Principal components analysis was used as the extraction method and varimax 
rotation was adopted. 
 
During the classes, a class observation checklist was used to record the events and the activities and to evaluate 
the teachers' performances in the classes. This observation checklist was developed based on the factors in the 
Learning Style Preference Questionnaire. The items of the checklist were extracted from different theories and 
researches. The developed checklist was modified and validated by two specialists in the field of EFL learning. A 
five point scale was used in analyzing the observations: 4 = completely, 3 = adequately, 2 = minimally, 1 = Not at 
all, 0 = Not applicable. These values were given to each item based on the frequency of its occurring in the class. 
Eleven general English classes of this sample were observed for six sessions and evaluated using a checklist. The 
procedure and the activities in the classes were recorded using a recorder and the researchers' notes. 
  
The participants were observed in these classes. At the end of the term, 10 teachers teaching these students 
completed the Teaching Style Preference Questionnaire and also participated in the oral interviews. The results of 
the classroom observations were compared with the obtained results from the teachers’ questionnaires and 
interviews. Finally, matching or mismatching of students’ learning styles and teachers’ teaching styles in these 
classes was investigated.  
4. Results and discussion  
The results showed that even teachers did not have a clear picture of their teaching styles and their responses to 
the questionnaire did not confirm what had been observed in their classes. This emphasized the importance of 
increasing teachers' awareness of their learning style and teaching style preferences. When teachers know about 
students' learning style and teaching style preferences, they can manage their classes better and can adapt themselves 
to students' preferences to increase the quality of their teaching (Zhang, 2008). 
 
Results of the study also showed that the students had major preference for those activities that involve their 
whole body in learning. They seemed to benefit from the activities such as role playing, in-class demonstration, and 
games. They tended to do something with their hands, build a model of something or follow the instructions and 
make something for a class project. However, these activities were not observed in the classes. This issue caused a 
kind of mismatch between the students' preferences and the instructional treatment. It was observed that most of the 
teachers did not use a wide range of teaching techniques to match the learning style preference of each student. They 
also did not consciously design instructions appropriate to students' learning styles, strengths and weaknesses. This 
mismatch between the students' learning style preferences and the teachers' instructional approach may highly 
influence students' attitudes and motivation. This claim needs to be investigated in future research on learning styles. 
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Therefore, Iranian EFL students have got used to this learning system that requires the teachers to provide them 
with necessary information. 
 
The findings are similar to some extent to findings in other studies. Ghada et al., (2011) found that Arabic 
speaking student indicated a preference for multiple learning styles and exhibited a preference for auditory, visual, 
kinesthetic and tactile learning styles.  
 
 Pourhosein Gilakjani (2012) also reveals that there are benefits to the matching of teaching style and learning 
style, it appears that this alone does not guarantee greater learner achievement. Thus, the results of our current study 
confirm the above research findings. 
5. Conclusion and implications 
Results of teachers' questionnaire showed that the preferred teaching style of the teachers was "Tactile", followed 
by group preference. Furthermore, their minor teaching style preference was "Guided", followed by group 
preference. They, however, showed no negligible preference.  
 
It was found that the results of teachers' teaching style preferences from their responses to the questionnaire did 
not match their actual teaching in the classrooms; the exception was the Guided preference. This finding indicated a 
kind of mismatch between what teachers think and claim and what they really apply in the classrooms. 
 
The teachers did not have a conscious control over match or mismatch their teaching styles with the students' 
learning style preferences. Most of the teachers had only a fixed style of teaching based on the requirements of the 
course, not on the students' learning style preferences.   
 
The present research was done with the aim of finding out the students' learning style preferences and the role of 
learning styles in EFL classrooms. In other words, the aim was to consider whether teachers were aware of different 
learning styles in the class, and whether they catered for different individual styles in the classroom. The results of 
the research showed the importance of determining students learning style preferences, and that difference do exist 
in learning styles among the students. 
  
Serious mismatches may occur between the learning styles of students in a class and the teaching method of the 
instructor with unfortunate potential consequences (Oxford et al., 1990). This fact emphasizes the importance of 
paying attention to students' and teachers' style preferences. This study also considered the degree of congruence 
between learning and teaching styles.  
 
It is important for the teachers to be aware of their students' learning style preferences and to prepare a learning 
environment that responds to those differences. Because Iranian EFL learners seem to have multiple learning styles, 
the teachers should respond flexibly using a wide range of teaching styles. The research presented here provides 
some information to teachers working with Iranian students about how their students learn.  
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